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Abstract

This collection of lesson plans, three days total, provides students with an inductive approach to the US Constitution through the analysis of the themes of power, equality, and democracy. After a brief look at the constitutional delegates’ biographical information, students analyze Benjamin Franklin’s speech he wrote just prior to the signing of the Constitution. These activities provide a logical bridge from Shays’ Rebellion, as Franklin’s speech bodes that all problems were not resolved, and to suggest to our students that they were, and are, does not prepare them to be vigilant citizens in our democracy. Furthermore, Franklin’s acknowledgement of the delegates’ passions and interests alerts the students to the particular biases of the document. To develop this overarching understanding, activities one through three should take place prior to the “nuts and bolts” of the Constitution, i.e., compromises, structure, and articles. Resume with activities four through five to wrap up the lessons’ goals of a thematic understanding of power, equality, and democracy, and their roots in the Constitution by finishing with an introduction to the 15th Amendment and voting rights today. 

These lessons are derived from a wide range of History Connected Seminars and Book Study Groups. Focusing on Carol Berkin’s perspective in A Brilliant Solution, these lessons focus on presenting a reality about the US Constitution. Unfortunately, as with many uniting events in our history, the US Constitution is ever at danger of becoming a romanticized and mythologized event in US History. These lessons challenge students to look beyond the common and popular perception of the Constitution, which perhaps could mislead them in understanding their government and country today, and encourage them to examine history and current events with a critical mind. These lessons continue from Berkin’s thought to Professor Alan Rogers’ ideas from the Natural Rights and Constitutions seminar that “our rights are not static, but rather a script for dynamic change.” The activities finally transition to individuals and the right to vote from Professor Alex Keyssar’s presentation from The History of the Right to Vote in the United States. Overall, these lessons present civic duty as a continuation of the “brilliant solution.” The solution Americans seek are not given or guaranteed in any of our political documents, but by the lives and protests of individuals. 

Massachusetts History and Social Science Curriculum Frameworks Standards: 


USI.7 Explain the roles of various founders at the Constitutional Convention. Describe the major debates that occurred at the Convention and the “Great Compromise” that was reached. (H, C) 

Founders

A. Benjamin Franklin 

B. Alexander Hamilton 

C. James Madison 

D. George Washington 

Major Debates Founders Seminal Primary Documents to Read: the U.S. Constitution 


USI.14 Explain the characteristics of American democracy, including the concepts of popular sovereignty and constitutional government, which includes representative institutions, federalism, separation of powers, shared powers, checks and balances, and individual rights.


USI.19 Explain the rights and the responsibilities of citizenship and describe how a democracy provides opportunities for citizens to participate in the political process through elections, political parties, and interest groups.


USI. 21 Describe how decisions are made in a democracy, including the role of legislatures, courts, executives, and the public.

Standards in Historical Thinking Addressed:  
Standard 2 : Historical Comprehension
B. Reconstruct the literal meaning of a historical passage.
C. Identify the central question(s) the historical narrative addresses.
E. Read historical narratives imaginatively. 
F. Appreciate historical perspectives. 
H. Utilize visual, mathematical, and quantitative data.


Standard 5: Historical Issues-Analysis and Decision-Making

A. Identify issues and problems in the past.  
D. Evaluate alternative courses of action. 
E. Formulate a position or course of action on an issue. 
F. Evaluate the implementation of a decision. 
Essential Questions: 

· How are power, equality, and democracy preserved in the United States of America?

· What are the strengths and weaknesses of the US Constitution? and how do these strengths and weaknesses impact the lives of people in the United States?

· In what ways has the understanding of power, equality, and democracy changed from the conception of the US Constitution to today?

.
Learning Objectives:

· Students will be able to trace the themes of power, equality, and democracy in the Constitution and recognize their foundational and influential nature to the US, past, present, and future. 

· Students will be able to interpret a biographical chart so that they may know how the demographics of the constitutional delegates impact the US Constitution. 

· Students will be able to analyze a historical speech, recognize its historical context, and make connections to the present. 

Learning Activities:  

Activities are described below, please see individual attachments for the more detailed directions and worksheets that accompany each lesson.

Day One:

Activity 1: Activator/Graphic Organizer

To prepare students for the overarching themes of power, equality, and democracy, ask students to think about the relationship between these three words. Jog their memories to recall Enlightenment philosophes, different views of the nature of Man, as well as to rely on their own understanding of and experience with the terms. 

Discuss students’ responses as a group. Highlight where students are in agreement or not. 

Transition to the next activity by asking students for which of these reasons did Americans fight the American Revolution? For which of these reasons did the US need to “revise” the Articles of Confederation? Ask them what type of power Americans wanted, what type of equality Americans wanted, and what type of government Americans wanted and why. Their responses to these questions will set the context for examining the lives, passions, and interests of the delegates to the Constitutional Convention.

Activity 2: Delegate Data//Benjamin Franklin’s Biography
Using a computer lab, to access a web source, or by printing the chart, distribute copies of this activity to students. It is an independent inquiry; the teacher is needed to facilitate the resources. 

Once students finish the activity 35-45 minutes, teacher should facilitate a review of trends in data that students gathered from interpreting the chart. End the day by having students hypothesize on an index card, “ticket-to-leave,” how these statistics might manifest themselves in the Constitution, think in terms of the themes: power, equality, and democracy. 

For homework, students are to develop a deeper understanding of the delegates at the convention. Distribute to each student a number of delegates, your preference, for example: in a class of twenty-five, have each student research two, or one, depending on their ability and how long they have to complete the assignment, one night, two, or a weekend. Details for this research are found on second page of Activity 2 Delegate Data Analysis. Students should also complete Activity 2.1 BF Bio for background for Day Two’s lesson.

Day Two: 

Begin the day by having students share their research on any information they found that might influence their delegate at the convention as well as any information that might influence his perspective on equality, power, or democracy. Use this to transition to Benjamin Franklin’s speech.

Activity 3: Benjamin Franklin’s Speech

Recap information students found on Benjamin Franklin from previous night’s homework, Activity 2.1 BF Bio. Discuss how events and circumstances in Franklin’s life might have influenced his perspective on the themes of power, equality, and democracy. Distribute copies of the handout on Benjamin Franklin’s speech, Activity 3 BF Speech. Depending on group’s ability, read aloud, allow partners, or assign independently. 

Once students have completed analyzing Franklin’s speech, ask students if they thought he was alone in his sentiment to engage students in a discussion. 

Use Signing of the Constitution, a painting by Louis S. Glanzman, which can be found  Teaching American history.org, http://teachingamericanhistory.org/convention/glanzman/. If technology allows, project image on an overhead. Have students answer the questions on Activity 3.1 worksheet.

When they finish, guide students in a discussion with the following points:  

Make connections between emotions in the painting and Franklin’s sentiments from his speech…do they match? How do the delegates’ physical appearances illustrate their interests of power, equality and democracy? What do power, equality and democracy mean to the men in that room?

Break: Teach Constitution Nuts and Bolts

Day Two:

Activity 4: 15th Amendment

Jumping ahead…though this jumps roughly eighty years of history, the 15th Amendment is an excellent example that continues the themes of power, equality, and democracy. Transition back to the themes of power, equality, and democracy, after the “nuts and bolts” break by bringing students back to the Glanzman painting. The last questions discussed as a class were about the meaning of power, equality, and democracy to the founders. Begin this lesson by asking who was left out of power, equality, and democracy? Where are the gaps in power, equality, and democracy? 

The 15th Amendment an attempt to fill these gaps. Distribute copies of, or display, the 15th Amendment for students and the Activity 4 worksheet. Ask students to evaluate the amendment using the three themes as guides. This is a challenging activity. Students need to read “between the lines,” and may need to be guided through this worksheet with your help, prompting them to think within the historical context of  racism and states’ rights (a theme they be familiar with from the Articles of Confederation). For lower level students, skip to the background reading, which provides the support they need to complete this deductive thinking activity. For students who may not need this support, provide them with the background after they’ve tried to pick apart the amendment. Have student take a second look at their responses.

Notes for the teacher…

Power

How does the 15th Amendment represent a struggle for power? (answer: state and federal government, individuals and state government)
Equality

How does the 15th Amendment provide equality? Who can be excluded? (answer: women, anyone the state wants, except for race, color, previous conditions of servitude)

Democracy

In what ways does the 15th Amendment represent democracy? In what ways does it obstruct democracy? (answer: it allows for more people to vote, it allows for states to create stipulations for voting)
Activity 5: Power, Equality, and Democracy: Then and Now

Wrap up the day’s lesson by dividing students into small groups and having them share their thoughts to the following prompt, “What connections between events and circumstances in your life have influenced your perspective on the themes of power, equality, and democracy. 

Assign homework: find a current events article that has to do with these themes, collectively in one article or individually in separate articles. How have the meaning of these terms changed throughout US history. Compare conflicts and struggles surrounding these issues from the creation of the US Constitution, to conflicts and struggles surrounding these issues today.

For an extended activity, assign students different states, as before, assign each student one state, to get a sample, or assign multiple states so that all are accounted for. Ask students to briefly research each state’s voting policies…what populations do states excluded from voting?

Day Three: Authentic Assessment: Socratic Seminar
Students’ homework and notes over the past two days should serve as the entrance ticket to the Socratic Seminar in place of a common document. I also prefer to have two, separate circles, in place of the traditional concentric circles. This method has allowed me to complete Socratic Seminars in one 55-minute class period. 

Questions that guide the Socratic Seminar are as follows: 
· How does the Constitution represent power, equality, and democracy? Does the Constitution focus on one more than others? What, is the purpose of the Constitution?

· How do we “get” equality? How do we protect democracy?

· What documents in US history does represent equality? does ensure democracy? 

‘Performance’ or ‘Authentic’ Assessment 

Socratic Seminar, See Day Three
An Annotated Bibliography 

“Benjamin Franklin, An Extraordinary Life, An Electric Mind,” PBS. Accessed 5 June 2010. http://www.pbs.org/benfranklin/index.html.
PBS provides an interesting and thorough look at the diversity of Franklin’s life, giving students an introduction to the uniqueness of his perspective at the convention.  

Berkin, Carol. A Brilliant Solution: Inventing the American Constitution. New York: A Harvest Book Harcourt, Inc., 2002.



Berkin’s perspective on the Constitution, that it was not the work of demigods, but of individual men, with personal interests, representing independent sovereignties, reminds readers of the apprehensive atmosphere in Independence Hall. I thought that this theme was an important bridge from Shays’ Rebellion. The nation was at a crux, and no one was absolutely confident, which is why Franklin’s speech is at center of these lessons. 

“The Charters of Freedom, A New World is at Hand: Constitution of the United States,” NARA. accessed 5 June 2010. http://www.archives.gov/exhibits/charters/constitution.html. 


Charters of Freedom is a great resource that organizes the Declaration, Constitution, and Bill of Rights. NARA provides the documents, their transcriptions, as well as significant people and events that led to the creation of the documents and overviews the impact of these documents. NARA provides a quick and accessible description of each document that is especially helpful for students who may need a little extra.  
“The Constitutional Convention.” TeachingAmericanHistory.org, accessed 5 June 2010. http://teachingamericanhistory.org/convention.  



This site is phenomenal. It provides a document library that covers a range of periods in American History. It also provides an interactive map of Philadelphia in the Late 18th Century. The site has 10 different visual interpretations of the Constitution, each accompanied by a detailed description about the painting and its artist. I chose to use one painting to illustrate and highlight the bias at the convention; however, this collection has great potential to be used to teach historiography through art by analyzing different artists’ interpretation of the event.  

“Explorations: Who Wrote the Constitution?” Digital History. accessed 5 June 2010. http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/learning_history/constitution/constitution_menu.cfm.

I did not use much of this site for my project, but, like US Constitution Online, it provides more than just the documents, it organizes data and creates questions and learning modules for students based on the Constitution. It is very amenable to independent student explorations.

Mount, Steve. “Data on the Framers of the Constitution,” US Constitution Online. accessed 5 June 2010. http://www.usconstitution.net/index.html.

This is also a phenomenal resource for studying the US Constitution. Not only does the site provide access to foundational American documents, but it provides other neat resources such as Frequently Asked Questions, which gives a quick but thorough analysis of the 15th Amendment. It is also where I accessed the Delegate Data chart. 

“Notes on the Debates in the Federal Convention,” The Avalon Project, Yale Law School, Lillian Goldman Law Library. accessed 5 June 2010.  http://avalon.law.yale.edu/subject_menus/debcont.asp.


The Avalon Project is an incredible resource for understanding the foundational concepts to United States history. Though I did not use Madison’s notes in my project, they are an amazing piece of American history. 

“Our Documents: A National Initiative on American History, Civics, and Service,” Ourdocuments.gov. accessed 5 June 2010. http://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=true&doc=44

This site provides succinct, yet thorough, background information, as well as the documents, on 100 milestone documents in US history. I used it to provide information of the 15th Amendment to students, as these lessons go out of traditional chronology, as it is a hybrid of thematic and chronological history. 

“Painting Analysis.” Picturing America, National Endowment for the Humanities. Resource distributed at History Connect seminar. 

The Painting Analysis worksheet provides teachers with a standardized approach to analyzing paintings.  
Activator

What is the relationship between the words, power, equality, and democracy? 

Put your ideas in this graphic organizer.


 

Delegate Data Analysis

Using chart titled “Data on the Framers of the Constitution” found on U.S. Constitution Online http://www.usconstitution.net/constframedata.html answer the following questions. 

1. How many delegates were at the Framing of the Constitution?

2. List the states present, next to each state record the number of delegates from that state. Out of the states present, which had the greatest number in attendance, which had the fewest?

3. List the states not present. What was the reason for their absence?

4. Who was the oldest delegate? Who was the youngest? How might a delegate’s age impact their perspective on democracy, equality, and power?

5. How many delegates were not born in the United States of America? List their places of birth. 

6. How might this impact their perspective on democracy, equality, and power? Are you surprised their participation? Why or why not?

7. List the different occupations and the number of men in each occupation.

8. Which occupation(s) represented a majority? What are the advantages and disadvantages to this?

9. What occupations were in the minority? What are the advantages and disadvantages to this?

10. How might one’s occupation, or any of these occupations, impact their perspective on democracy, equality, and power?

11. List the different religions and the number of men in each religion.

12. Which was more influential to the Constitution, occupation or religion? Why?

13. How many people did not sign the Constitution?

14. What strengths and weaknesses does this data reveal?

15. Suppose there was a “21st Century-Shays’ Rebellion,” create guidelines and recommendations for a new Constitutional Convention. Consider: Who would be included? Who would be excluded? What ratios or proportions would you require?

16. What strengths and weaknesses does this data reveal?
Extended homework:

Using NARA’s “The Charters of Freedom: A New World is at Hand, Founding Fathers: Delegates to the Constitutional Convention” http://www.archives.gov/exhibits/charters/constitution_founding_fathers.html research the biography of two delegates assigned to you by your teacher. Fill out the following information on an index card.

· Name

· Age

· Education

· Occupation

· Indication of / Reference to Wealth

· Interesting Information that might influence the Constitution

· Interesting Information that might influence his perspective on equality, power, or democracy.

Benjamin Franklin’s Life and Power, Equality and Democracy
Using information from PBS’s “Benjamin Franklin, An Extraordinary Life, an Electric Mind,” http://www.pbs.org/benfranklin/index.html, explore Franklin’s diverse life. 

Take note of situations that would have influenced Franklin’s perspective of democracy, equality, and power. In class, we will discuss how these events might have influenced his perspective. 
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Benjamin Franklin On the Federal Constitution Speaking before the Convention in Philadelphia, 1787

I CONFESS that I do not entirely approve of this Constitution at present; but, sir, I am not sure I shall never approve of it, for, having lived long, I have experienced many instances of being obliged, by better information or fuller consideration, to change opinions even on important subjects, which I once thought right, but found to be otherwise. It is therefore that, the older I grow, the more apt I am to doubt my own judgment of others. 

1. What is Franklin’s reason for not approving of the US Constitution in its entirety?

Most men, indeed, as well as most sects in religion, think themselves in possession of all truth, and that wherever others differ from them, it is so far error. Steele, a Protestant, in a dedication, tells the pope that the only difference between our two churches in their opinions of the certainty of their doctrine is, the Romish Church is infallible, and the Church of England is never in the wrong. But, tho many private persons think almost as highly of their own infallibility as of that of their sect, few express it so naturally as a certain French lady, who, in a little dispute with her sister said: "But I meet with nobody but myself that is always in the right."

2. What is the significance of the anecdote of the French lady?

In these sentiments, sir, I agree to this Constitution with all its faults—if they are such—because I think a general government necessary for us, and there is no form of government but what may be a blessing to the people if well administered; and I believe, further, that this is likely to be well administered for a course of years, and can only end in despotism, as other forms have done before it, when the people shall become so corrupted as to need despotic government, being incapable of any other. 

3. What is Franklin’s opinion in regards to the longevity of the Constitution?

I doubt, too, whether any other convention we can obtain may be able to make a better Constitution; for, when you assemble a number of men, to have the advantage of their joint wisdom, you inevitably assemble with those men all their prejudices, their passions, their errors of opinion, their local interests, and their selfish views. From such an assembly can a perfect production be expected?

4. What, in Franklin’s perspective, stands in the way of a “perfect” constitution?

5. Is a perfect constitution ever possible? 

It therefore astonishes me, sir, to find this system approaching so near to perfection as it does; and I think it will astonish our enemies, who are waiting with confidence to hear that our counsels are confounded like those of the builders of Babel, and that our States are on the point of separation, only to meet hereafter for the purpose of cutting one another's throats. Thus I consent, sir, to this Constitution, because I expect no better, and because I am not sure that it is not the best. The opinions I have had of its errors I sacrifice to the public good. I have never whispered a syllable of them abroad. Within these walls they were born, and here they shall die. 

6. What does Franklin mean when he says he will “sacrifice” its errors to the public good?

If every one of us, in returning to our constituents, were to report the objections he has had to it, and endeavor to gain partizans in support of them, we might prevent its being generally received, and thereby lose all the salutary effects and great advantages resulting naturally in our favor among foreign nations, as well as among ourselves, from our real or apparent unanimity. Much of the strength and efficiency of any government, in procuring and securing happiness to the people, depends on opinion, on the general opinion of the goodness of that government, as well as of the wisdom and integrity of its governors. I hope, therefore, for our own sakes, as a part of the people, and for the sake of our posterity, that we shall act heartily and unanimously in recommending this Constitution wherever our influence may extend, and turn our future thoughts and endeavors to the means of having it well administered.

7. What does Franklin impress upon his fellow delegates? What is important for them to do and why?

8. Was it right for Franklin endorse and sign one of America’s most important documents, knowing it wasn’t perfect? Did his actions help or hurt America? Explain. 

On the whole, sir, I can not help expressing a wish that every member of the convention who may still have objections to it, would, with me, on this occasion, doubt a little of his own infallibility, and, to make manifest our unanimity, put his name to this instrument.

9. Contextually, this is the moment before delegates make the constitution official, what do you think motivated Franklin to make this speech? Why did he feel it was important and necessary to share these thoughts with others, why couldn’t he have just shared that he was signing the Constitution?

10. What impact do Franklin’s words have on us in the 21st Century? Are they still valuable to us? Do they encourage us to a certain course of action? Explain.

Taken from Picturing America.

Title: _________________ Artist: ______________________ Date:________

What do you see?

What does the image tell you about this event? Period?

What feelings or attitudes does the painting evoke?

What questions does this painting raise?

***Identify other iconic images from this period in US History.  

This can be utilized as an extension activity in which students compare to one of the other ten paintings of the Constitution, found at http://teachingamericanhistory.org/convention.
Power, Equality and Democracy Continued…The 15th Amendment

Article XV.
Section 1. The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude—

Section 2. The Congress shall have the power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation.
Power

How does the 15th Amendment represent a struggle for power? 

Equality

How does the 15th Amendment provide equality? Who can be excluded? 

Democracy

In what ways does the 15th Amendment represent democracy? In what ways does it obstruct democracy?

Background Information

15th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution: Voting Rights (1870)

To former abolitionists and to the Radical Republicans in Congress who fashioned Reconstruction after the Civil War, the 15th amendment, enacted in 1870, appeared to signify the fulfillment of all promises to African Americans. Set free by the 13th amendment, with citizenship guaranteed by the 14th amendment, black males were given the vote by the 15th amendment. From that point on, the freedmen were generally expected to fend for themselves. In retrospect, it can be seen that the 15th amendment was in reality only the beginning of a struggle for equality that would continue for more than a century before African Americans could begin to participate fully in American public and civic life.

African Americans exercised the franchise and held office in many Southern states through the 1880s, but in the early 1890s, steps were taken to ensure subsequent “white supremacy.” Literacy tests for the vote, “grandfather clauses” excluding from the franchise all whose ancestors had not voted in the 1860s, and other devices to disenfranchise African Americans were written into the constitutions of former Confederate states. Social and economic segregation were added to black America’s loss of political power. In 1896 the Supreme Court decision Plessy v. Ferguson legalized “separate but equal” facilities for the races. For more than 50 years, the overwhelming majority of African American citizens were reduced to second-class citizenship under the “Jim Crow” segregation system. During that time, African Americans sought to secure their rights and improve their position through organizations such as National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and the National Urban League and through the individual efforts of reformers like Booker T. Washington, W.E.B. DuBois, and A. Philip Randolph.

The most direct attack on the problem of African American disfranchisement came in 1965. Prompted by reports of continuing discriminatory voting practices in many Southern states, President Lyndon B. Johnson, himself a southerner, urged Congress on March 15, 1965, to pass legislation “which will make it impossible to thwart the 15th amendment.” He reminded Congress that “we cannot have government for all the people until we first make certain it is government of and by all the people.” The Voting Rights Act of 1965, extended in 1970, 1975, and 1982, abolished all remaining deterrents to exercising the franchise and authorized Federal supervision of voter registration where necessary.

(Information excerpted from Milestone Documents [Washington, DC: The National Archives and Records Administration, 1995] pp. 61-63.)
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